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By a masterstroke of fate, Dr Zhang Ya-Qin was born
in the year of the Cultural Revolution and, promisingly,
came of age during China’s greatest economic
transformation. His life is the quintessential modern
Chinese miracle. Skipping five grades between primary
and secondary schools, he was admitted at 12 as the
youngest student to the University of Science and
Technology of China. By 23, he held a doctorate from
George Washington University in electrical engineering.
In 1997, he became the youngest IEEE Fellow in its
100-year history. The following year, he was voted
America’s Outstanding Young Electrical Engineer. He soon
won award upon award with 50 US patents, a dozen books,
and some 500 influential papers and articles to his credit.
Called “a treasure of the world”, Zhang’s star was rising

and dazzling.

Conventional wisdom suggested that he remain in the
US as the darling of its elite I'T research establishment, but
Ya-Qin answered the call to a higher purpose. By choosing
to return to China, he chose uncertainty. In those days,
with scant research infrastructure, China had little to
entice a world-class IT scientist. However, where others
saw hardship, Zhang saw a once-in-a century opportunity.
Soon, his presence attracted other world-class scientists,
and the change he pioneered is still unfolding.
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R&D Group, Zhang is given latitude in its broad mandate:
raise China while growing Microsoft. To him, China is not
just a market for Microsoft products, but a place to groom
talent and consolidate Microsoft’s global leadership in
information technology. By transforming China’s IT

ecosystem, he has ushered in a culture of innovation.

Among multinationals in China this generous impulse
is rare. It has created a special, relationship between

company and host country in which both sides win.

To achieve his vast mandate, Zhang works closely with
industry, academia and government. On his own time, at
his own expense, he crisscrosses the country, spreading his

gospel of innovation. He dispenses advice on the boards of
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many smaller hi-tech companies, and incubates some 50
start-ups with space and technical resources —with no
strings attached. Under Zhang’s leadership, Microsoft
spends US$300 million a year on Chinese companies,
believing that what is good for the goose is good for the
gander. Every dollar Microsoft invests generates $16 in
partner value. With the Ministry of Education he has eight
joint labs. When Chinese officials look at Zhang, they
don’t so much see a Microsoft man as a world-class
scientist returning to help his homeland, earning his
research institution the sole privilege of awarding
post-doctoral degrees in China by a foreign corporation
back then.

Universities are within Microsoft’s catchment area.
HKUST, for one, has enjoyed a 10-year association. Most
of our adjunct IT professors are Microsoft veterans. Many
of our graduates are on its payrolls. Our joint lab is
accredited by the Ministry of Education. Zhang himself
spent a month-long sabbatical here as a visiting professor

of our Institute for Advanced Study.

As a Godfather of innovation, Zhang looks for talent
with a creative spark and the ability to simplify the
complex. By investing 15 years in building a world-class
R&D center and grooming talent for his company and his
native country, he has cemented a unique partnership
between the world’s most powerful software company and
the world’s most populous nation, simultaneously

establishing Microsoft’s second-largest base.

Zhang is equally kind to the powerful and the
powerless, but there is nothing egalitarian in his rejection
of mediocrity. With more than 3000 engineers and
researchers, and commanding an annual R&D budget of
US$600 million, Zhang has great capacity to do big things.
Winston Churchill once prophetically said: “The empires
of the mind are the empires of the future.” As these
empires globally unfold, this hybrid soul, with a Western
mind and a Chinese heart, equally celebrated in the East

and West, is already a leading imperial citizen.
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